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			Society is acutely aware of the gaps that women face in terms of visibility, career progression and salaries – there are a lot of initiatives in education and beyond to empower and develop women in leadership. But are we focusing our attention enough on closing these gaps in our schools? The Lost Girls shines a spotlight on how our schools can enable the next generation of female leaders and sow these seeds of change. A must-read for everyone who is committed to gender equality and who believes that we need systemic, structural and societal change now.

			Hannah Wilson, co-founder of #WomenEd and founder of LeanInGirlsUK
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			The Lost Girls is a book we have all needed for a long time. Charlotte makes a profound argument for a feminist education system, saying that this will empower women and men to fulfil equal roles both at work and at home. Meticulously researched and overwhelmingly positive and practical, this book should be a cornerstone for how we design our schools as places for both students and staff to thrive.

			Jennifer Webb, assistant principal at Co-op Academy Leeds and author of How to Teach English Literature: overcoming cultural poverty
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			When a woman says, ‘I have nothing to wear!’, what she really means is, ‘There’s nothing here for who I’m supposed to be today’ — Caitlin Moran, How To Be a Woman
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			The woman is the most perfect doll that I have dressed with delight and admiration — Karl Lagerfeld
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			A quick scan of education in the UK might suggest we don’t need to worry about girls. The traditional narrative is that girls achieve, boys fail to live up to their potential. This is, according to popular myth, at least partly down to personality. Girls, so it goes, are hard-working; boys chance it all on the last exam. Girls are pliable and cooperative – ideal when asking them to meet a mark scheme. Boys need strategies to keep them in check and make them learn, stop them wasting all that potential. Even when girls show academic improvement compared with boys, there’s no frenzy of stories about how brilliant the girls’ achievements are. Rather, the stories ask: where did it go wrong for the boys? Because girls do perform better academically. They get better GCSE grades. They do more A levels, and get more first-class and postgraduate degrees.

			Where are all the women? 

			But where are these high-flying, academically accomplished young women in the world beyond school? They’re not in some of the most powerful or economically successful occupations. They’re not becoming CEOs, politicians, or tech and finance leaders. Just six of the FTSE 100 CEOs are female.1 Meanwhile, 34% of MPs are women and, while that might be more than ever, 45% of them are childless, compared with 28% of their male counterparts.2 Global companies like Google, Facebook and Amazon all face claims of discrimination and institutional bias, whether it’s in their hiring practices or their facial recognition software or even their AI voices, which were condemned by a UN report for sending “a signal that women are obliging, docile and eager-to-please helpers, available at the touch of a button”.3

			And that, right there, is the core of the problem when it comes to girls and their education. For all of the progress made between the suffragettes in the early 20th century and the mid 1970s (and we shouldn’t be complacent about that huge achievement) we seem to have slowed to a crawl when it comes to changing the narrative about gender. Too many girls are still being pushed into positions that restrict them, limit their opportunities and, quite honestly, trap them into a spiral of anxiousness, because of the conflicting messages that society is giving them. 

			It’s not just at work that women are missing out. According to the Office for National Statistics, women in 2016 were doing 60% more unpaid work than men4. In the 2018 British Social Attitudes Survey, 51% of respondents still favoured mothers either staying home full- or part-time, with less than 0.5% (no, that’s not a typo) thinking the same about fathers. Admittedly this was down from 69% in 2012, but it’s not exactly what I’d call a staggering change. It seems to be the case that a woman’s job is to work and look after the home and family. Just 2% of couples have taken shared parental leave since its introduction – another indication of social norms failing to change significantly. 

			Ironically – and disappointingly – women and men think their household contributions are unfair: 37% of men say they do less than their fair share at home despite both partners working. Women take on the mental load of family responsibility – they’re the carers, feeders, shoppers, domestic managers and personal assistants, remembering appointments and birthdays, worrying about their families and planning how to get everyone where they need to be, fed and back again.5 This, by the way, happens even before women have children and simply intensifies once kids’ schedules are thrown into the mix. The housework gender gap pretty much stopped closing in the 1980s.6 

			Choosing identities

			It’s fairly widely acknowledged that “having it all” – juggling the perfect work-life balance, moving deftly from yummy mummy one minute to career girl the next – is a myth. Those descriptions themselves are part of the problem. We still seem to be in a Barbie-fuelled fantasy world where girls slip into different identities like outfits, depending on what it is that they’re supposed to be doing at that moment, with the accompanying stylish set of expectations alongside the right shoes and handbag. 

			Girls’ identities are troublingly narrow. Think about your school, your classroom, and the female identities on display there. In particular, think about the “good girl”. The one who is always handing out the books or lending a pen. The one asked to show visitors around, or to befriend the new student, or to mentor the classmate who’s not doing quite so well. The one sat next to the student who doesn’t get it, or to the classmate who needs someone they won’t be tempted to chat to, or with the disruptive boys as a calming influence. The girl who just gets on and does well. She is rarely rewarded for this behaviour. She’s less likely to get “star of the week” or achievement certificates. After all, she’s just like that, isn’t she? It’s who she is, it’s not an effort. And she gets decent grades at the end of her five or seven years, and surely she’s satisfied with that, isn’t she? 

			These girls fulfil every expectation put upon them, and these expectations are deeply gendered. The “good girl” is probably not like that elsewhere, or wishes she wasn’t. Most women I know are familiar with the dual-identity problem: with a few people – sometimes a very few – they feel they can be authentically themselves, but to function out there, in the world, they feel they have to be a little bit less than themselves in order to “fit in” and please others. The sociologist Diane Reay describes the Nice Girl, one of four feminine identities she observed in a primary school. These identities are shaped by parents, the media and society, but education has a significant role to play in their creation – or, hopefully, destruction. 

			In their book Boys Don’t Try?, Matt Pinkett and Mark Roberts say “education is a subversive act”.7 At its heart, education’s core purpose should be to enable young people to shape the identities of their future selves; to provide them with the knowledge, experience and belief that they are entitled to a fair and equal place in the world. For girls, this might still be the most subversive act of all. As the teacher Ben Newmark puts it on his blog, education should empower students to feel entitled “in the most proper, fair sense. Entitled to respect. Entitled to attention. Entitled to proper healthcare. Entitled to a place at an opera house, concert, museum or exhibition should they choose to go. Entitled to laws that protect them at work and entitled to pensions for a dignified old age regardless of their station in life.”8 And entitled to all this regardless of their gender. Because although modern feminism takes this as its minimum expectation, it’s still far from the lived experiences of many girls and women. 

			Polarising stereotypes

			This isn’t to say that men and boys don’t feel this weight, too. Pinkett and Roberts do a thorough job of deconstructing alpha-masculinity and their call for a “tender masculinity”9 resonates. But the gender gap seems to be widening even further when it comes to these masculine and feminine stereotypes. A quick look in any supermarket clothing section will tell you that boys are adventurous, exciting and interested in mechanics, dinosaurs and space, while girls like sparkly pink unicorns and should be kind. It’s too easy to get distracted by the clothing debate and simply argue for unisex shelving. 

			Really, it’s the significance of the messages that are being conveyed here. Slogans on girls’ clothes tell them to be kind, happy and cheerful – to smile. Boys’ slogans include “Future inventor”, “One to watch”, “Born to be wild” and “I’m just here to level up”.10 These slogans represent the way in which gender continues to be polarised, and it takes strong children – and parents – to counter that message. The sparkly pink unicorns are insidious, symptomatic of the infantilisation of females and of the hyper-femininity that seems to have gradually become the only brand of femininity we experience. Boys’ clothes deal solely in reality, girls’ in fantasy.11 Girls’ clothing is cut differently from toddlerhood, with some brands creating a disturbing sexualised divide even at this age – girls’ shorts, for example, are often tighter, shorter, more fitted and lacking the pockets that boys take for granted. 

			Pockets are an interesting feminist point. Many women go mad for pockets because they’re pretty unusual in dresses and skirts. As Barbara Burman and Ariane Fennetaux write in their book The Pocket, pockets create a physical space for privacy and personal possessions, things women historically lack, along with the ability to carry items like money and keys, which grant independence.12 They also affect the streamlined nature of women’s clothing, making the body more bulky, less slim. 

			A glance at Lego’s advertising from the 1970s shows boys and girls dressed in jeans and multicoloured jumpers, proudly holding their creations. There’s very little difference between them, and the language is about imagination and creativity. Today, the Lego Friends sets are often bright pink; they include a hair-dressing salon, a baking competition and different mini-figures to those in the Lego City sets. It is Lego for girls, which sends out the message that the rest of it isn’t. 

			There’s nothing wrong with pink or blue. There’s nothing wrong with glitter, sparkles, trucks, tutus, dinosaurs or being kind. There is something wrong with the deliberate reduction of femininity and masculinity to very narrow parameters that leave children without choice and girls feeling like they have to put everyone else first or they’re not “being good”. The middle ground is important – and it is being lost.

			Girls and anxiety

			Young women are suffering under the weight of all this expectation. Their mental health is in crisis, according to the Mental Health Foundation and a host of other studies. Women are more likely than men to experience eating disorders, depression, anxiety and to self-harm.13 Studies exploring mental health and wellbeing among secondary pupils show that from Year 7 onwards, girls’ happiness and self-worth declines. Nearly one in four teenage girls are likely to have self-harmed (more than twice as many as boys) and they generally report significantly lower levels of happiness, in almost every aspect of their lives.14 Yet the conversational focus on resilience and self-care seems to once again place the responsibility on girls to “toughen up”, rather than on society to change. It seems that as long as girls continue to perform academically, they are fine. 

			They are not fine. Even though 70% of young women say they know online portrayals of success are unrealistic and don’t tell the whole story,15 they frequently don’t feel that way and who can blame them? The barrage of expectation is overwhelming and, significantly, increasingly contradictory; the result is that women don’t know where to turn. Traditionally “feminine” values – compassion, empathy, collaboration, listening, nurturing – have been sidelined in society in favour of traditionally “masculine” ones like aggression, competition and arrogance masquerading as self-confidence (see: every Apprentice participant). This perpetuates the myth that to “get ahead” you have to be willing to destroy the people around you. Girls are falling victim to the social message that to be successful, you have to become more “masculine”, whether in work or relationships. Reclaiming the words “bitch” and “slut” doesn’t mean that independently minded and sexually confident women are socially accepted, just that women are accepting the idea that “feminine” means passive, quiet and compliant. Changing the social narrative around what it means to be feminine or masculine is critical to create a happier and kinder society where all can benefit. 

			Masculine and/or feminine? 

			Of course, all men don’t possess all-masculine characteristics, and all women aren’t paragons of angelic femininity. But certain qualities have been ascribed to “masculine” and “feminine”, with this binary being used to dictate the “work-life balance” of public and domestic. Historically, feminine and masculine identities seem to move in waves, pulling further apart and then drawing closer together again, but they never quite cross over. 

			Contemporary society – including the education system – continues to feed the narrative that masculine qualities are more desirable in the world of work and feminine qualities in the world at home. These views have hardened into virtual fact, despite new science regularly challenging them and ascribing them more to the patriarchal bias of scientific research.

			And these work-sphere masculine characteristics don’t seem to be doing our society much good, do they? With rising levels of hate crime and domestic violence, and a UN report that calls child poverty in Britain “a social calamity and an economic disaster”,16 it seems that individualism and competition have done little to raise us all up. It can sometimes feel like we have a long way to go. 

			It’s time to act

			The good news – and there is plenty! – is that things can be improved for the girls and boys in our care. Education must face up to its social responsibilities and help to write a new narrative, by encouraging young people to see beyond the contemporary patriarchal messages that damage us all. For this book, I have identified four strands of action by which we can build a feminist education. 

			First, we need to recognise our part as educators in maintaining or reflecting cultural expectations. Our curricular choices are vital, ensuring that we challenge and critique the representation and diversity in our curriculum. Our day-to-day conversations, our textbooks and our role models all need to actively demonstrate the value of women to society in a wide range of roles and positions. 

			Second, we must model a genuine appreciation of all the traditionally feminine qualities, as well as the traditionally masculine. This is, in many ways, the most challenging of all. Even the divide of academic and pastoral echoes the traditional feminine/masculine binary – pastoral systems are nurturing, compassionate and collaborative, while the academic is more ambitious, rigorous and challenging. Schools are institutionally driven to privilege this academic, masculine side. How powerful it would be if we could add more compassion into the learning process, and more ambition into the pastoral.

			Third, through our whole-school approach we can address gender consciously and thoughtfully. We all have unconscious biases – it’s how aware of them we are and what we do to redress them that matter most. Our commitment to real equality and self-identity can be evident in every aspect of our schools, from seating plans to uniforms to the language we use, and to the ways in which we recognise students for achievement and behaviour. 

			Finally, and most critically, we need to empower young women with the self-confidence and security to shape their own identities. We need to remove the pressure of performance in their daily lives. We need to encourage them to share what they want and have the ambition to achieve it, whether it’s becoming CEO of a FTSE 100 company, or being a great childminder, or developing an early-stage career that enables them to take time off to raise pre-school children. They need access to genuine leadership options. They need to be able to learn how to speak out, speak up and say what they want, whether it’s negotiating a better salary or telling a partner it’s his turn to look after their children. Boys, too, need to be encouraged to have these conversations – to say that, actually, they’d like to take some leave or work part-time or volunteer, without being made to feel like a freakish hero or a strange outsider. 

			Female voices are being heard more than ever, but there are also spaces where they are being suppressed more than ever, particularly when they speak about things other than “women’s issues”. By that, I mean family, relationships, children – things that are vitally important but have been pushed into a small box labelled “women” and put to one side as though they don’t matter. Everything is a woman’s issue. Women are 50% of the world’s population. Globally, when girls are educated and equality increases, everything improves. The UN estimates that if all women had a primary education: 

			
					Maternal deaths would reduce by two-thirds. 

					There would be 15% fewer child deaths.

					1.7 million fewer children would be malnourished. 

					14% fewer child marriages would take place.17 

			

			In the UK, we’re fortunate that our young people don’t have such crippling experiences. But that doesn’t mean equality has been achieved. True feminism is about every girl and boy being able to decide for themselves how to express their identity and what role they wish to create for themselves in the world. A feminist education helps them to explore, experiment and learn how to be themselves – and how to achieve their own individual aspirations. It enables all students to feel entitled to an equal stake in society and the world. To do that, we have to teach them how they can make society more equal. As the writer and feminist activist Gloria Steinem has said, “It’s not about integrating into a not-so-good system. It’s about transforming it and making it better. If women have to acquire all the characteristics of a corporate world, it’s probably not worth it.”18 

			Wouldn’t it be better for all of us if our society, at home and at work, included a little more compassion and empathy, a little more cooperation, a little less competition, and a lot more understanding and acceptance of the multiplicity of personal gender identities? What is required is a revolution in gender expectations, and there is no better place to start than in our schools.
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